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Small-business options: Occupational 
outlook for self-employed workers
Elka Torpey and Brian Roberts | May 2018

Before starting a business, you may want to research which occupations are expected to have strong growth for 
self-employed workers. And a good place to begin is with projections data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS).   

BLS counts self-employment in different ways. By one count, there were about 9.6 million self-employed workers 
in 2016—and BLS projects this number to increase to 10.3 million by 2026. That’s a 7.9-percent growth rate, 
slightly faster than the 7.4-percent rate projected for all workers.

This article highlights selected occupations that are projected to have many jobs for, or high concentrations of, self- 
employed workers. It compares self-employment rates for those selected occupations with the percentage of all 
workers projected to be self-employed in 2026.
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Many new jobs
Projected growth in self-employment varies by occupational group. BLS projects service occupations, such as 
those in personal care and in cleaning and maintenance, to have many new jobs for self-employed workers from 
2016 to 2026. (See chart 1.)

By detailed occupation, BLS projects self-employment to grow in some occupations and to decline in others. For 
example, the occupation of farmers, ranchers, and other agricultural managers—which had nearly 750,000 self- 
employed workers in 2016, the most of any occupation—is projected to lose about 21,000 jobs by 2026. But the 
occupations in chart 2, including childcare workers, real estate sales agents, and management analysts, are 
projected to have many new jobs for self-employed workers from 2016 to 2026.

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/personal-care-and-service/home.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/building-and-grounds-cleaning/home.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/management/farmers-ranchers-and-other-agricultural-managers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/personal-care-and-service/childcare-workers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/sales/real-estate-brokers-and-sales-agents.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/business-and-financial/management-analysts.htm
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Half of the occupations in chart 2 typically require no formal educational credential for entry, but they might need 
other qualifications. Taxi drivers and chauffeurs, for example, may need a taxi or limousine license in addition to a 
regular driver’s license.

High concentration
Of the groups shown in chart 1, the arts, design, entertainment, sports, and media group is projected to add the 
fewest jobs for self-employed workers from 2016 to 2026. However, 25 percent of jobs in these occupations are 
projected to be for self-employed workers in 2026, the highest concentration of any group.

Chart 3 shows the percentage of workers projected to be self-employed in selected occupations in the highest 
concentration group in 2026. The chart also shows the percentage of self-employed for all occupations projected 
for 2026: 6.2 percent. Although these workers focus on different tasks, all of the occupations involve creativity.

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/transportation-and-material-moving/taxi-drivers-and-chauffeurs.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/arts-and-design/home.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/entertainment-and-sports/home.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/media-and-communication/home.htm
https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2015/article/creative-careers.htm?view_full
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Most of the occupations in chart 3 typically require a bachelor’s degree for entry. Musicians and singers, the one 
occupation that typically requires no formal education to enter, does require an ability or talent that must be 
cultivated over several years—which is also the case for photographers and writers and authors.

High pay for self-employed
In all of the occupations in table 1, self-employed workers had a median annual income greater than $60,000 in 
2016. That’s nearly twice $32,020, the median annual income for all self-employed workers. These high-income 
occupations for self-employed workers also are projected to have above-average rates of self-employment in 
2026. Income data in the table were calculated from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey.

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/entertainment-and-sports/musicians-and-singers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/media-and-communication/photographers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/media-and-communication/writers-and-authors.htm
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All of the occupations in table 1 typically require a bachelor’s, doctoral, or professional degree for entry. Nearly half 
of them also require people to have work experience in a related occupation in order to enter or require workers to 
get on-the-job training to attain competency.

Explore further
There are many options for self-employment. For more inspiration, see table 2 to find some other occupations in 
which BLS projects at least 30,000 self-employed workers in 2026.
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Learn about the occupations mentioned in this article, along with hundreds of others, in the Occupational Outlook 
Handbook (OOH). The OOH describes what workers do, what wage and salary workers are paid, what it takes to 
enter an occupation, and more.

Elka Torpey and Brian Roberts are economists in the Office of Occupational Statistics and Employment Projections, BLS. They can 

be reached at torpey.elka@bls.gov and roberts.brian@bls.gov.
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